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Abstract
Political interest is one of the most consistent predictors of political participation, but little
research has examined how this attitude develops. This study explores adolescents’ political
interest during the 2012 U.S. presidential election. The research team collected and analyzed
longitudinal data (surveys, interviews, observations) in high schools located in conservative,
liberal, and centrist communities within one swing state. Findings indicate that students’
(n=323) political interest increased during the election. These increases were related to greater
public attention to politics and having opportunities to explore multiple sides of political issues
and express political opinions. When guiding such experiences, some teachers struggled with
various challenges, including one-sided political environments and students’ political cynicism.
This study has numerous implications for education in democratic societies.

In many democratic societies, engagement in political activities, such as voting,
protesting, and contacting officials, fluctuates significantly – and in some cases is much lower
than in previous decades. For example, during the second half of the twentieth century, voter
turnout in Austria, France, Finland, and Switzerland fell by more than ten percentage points
(Franklin, 2004), and in the United States, recent voter turnout is below its peak from several
decades ago – with fewer than 60% of eligible voters casting ballots in major elections (U.S.
Elections Project, 2016a).
Despite the numerous issues at stake for young people and the increasing prevalence of
required high school civics coursework (Eurydice, 2012; Godsay, Henderson, Levine, &
Littenberg-Tobias, 2012), those under 30 in many countries participate in political activities at
lower rates than their older counterparts (Bouza, 2014; Center for Information and Research on
Civic Learning and Engagement, 2013). In the United States, today’s youth are less likely than
previous generations to participate in a wide range of political activities, such as reading
newspapers regularly and working on a community project (Flanagan & Levine, 2010). This
limited involvement can undermine the legitimacy and strength of democratic governments,
especially when individuals are represented by officials inattentive to their concerns (Bartels,
2008; Levinson, 2012). Thus, it is important to consider how to generate broader political
participation.
Political interest is one of the most consistent predictors of political participation
(Leighley & Vedlitz, 1999; Stromback & Shehata, 2010), so to prepare youth to become
involved in political activities, educators and educational researchers must understand the types
of classroom experiences that can foster this attitude. Furthermore, they should be aware of the
challenges involved in designing and guiding those activities. The primary aim of this paper is to

examine the opportunities and challenges related to fostering adolescents’ political interest in the
months surrounding a high-profile election.
Because of the widespread public attention to politics during elections, these periods may
provide unique “teachable moments” for educators to leverage students’ out-of-school
experiences (e.g., seeing political ads) to strengthen their interest in related issues, such as
government (Syvertsen, Stout, Flanagan, Mitra, Oliver, & Sundar, 2009). However, exploring
elections in classrooms can also involve serious challenges, such as managing students’
potentially strong and opposing views on controversial issues, which can vary widely by
community (Hess, 2009; Hess & McAvoy, 2015). There has been little research examining such
opportunities and challenges amid a major national election, and this study begins to fill this
research gap. In this article, we present our analyses of the perspectives and experiences of high
school students and teachers in conservative, liberal, and centrist communities within the same
“swing state” during the 2012 presidential election season.1
Background
Why Political Interest Matters
Political interest is commonly defined as “citizens’ willingness to pay attention to
politics at the expense of other endeavors” (Lupia & Philpot, 2005), and political scientists have
found it to be one of the most consistent predictors of various forms of political participation,
such as voting, contacting public officials, and protesting (Verba, Burns, & Schlozman, 1997).
Furthermore, politically interested people are more likely to discuss political issues (Pan, Shen,

A “swing state” is one in which neither the Republican nor Democratic presidential
nominee has overwhelming support in winning the state’s Electoral College votes.
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Paek, & Sun, 2006), attend to political news (Lupia & Philpot, 2005), and be politically
knowledgeable (Eveland & Scheufele, 2000).
As scholars of motivation have found, when individuals are more interested in specific
issues or content, they are substantially more likely to learn about and engage in related tasks
(Renninger & Hidi, 2016; Schiefele, 1992; 2009). In the political domain, there may be a limited
window in which to foster such interest. Although older cohorts are more likely to vote than
younger ones (U.S. Elections Project, 2016b), Prior’s (2010) analysis of longitudinal data from
11 different panel surveys taken over 40 years found political interest to be remarkably stable
once individuals reach adulthood. Nonetheless, interest in politics can increase substantially
during adolescence (Levy, Journell, He, & Towns, 2015; Neuendorf, Smets, & Garcia-Albacete,
2013), and it is vital to understand how it develops among young people.
Prior Research Related to Political Interest Development
Prior research indicates that political interest is more likely to develop when individuals
have opportunities to build some political knowledge and have positive interactions related to
politics. Participating in political discussions (Kahne, Crow, & Lee, 2012), exposure to
informational news media (Kazee, 1981; Stromback & Shehata, 2010), and having politically
interested parents (Neuendorf et al., 2013) can enhance young individuals’ political interest.
Likewise, research suggests that youth become motivated to pursue political learning and action
when their peers and family members are politically engaged (Gordon & Taft, 2011; Koskimaa
& Rapeli, 2015). Despite the recent increase in research on political interest, few studies have
closely examined how it develops through classroom experiences.
More general studies on motivation in classrooms indicate that many of the same
experiences that support intrinsic motivation can foster interest. These studies suggest that

educators who want to build students’ interests in specific areas can do so by enhancing the four
following conceptions related to the target task or subject: competence, self-determination, social
relatedness, and personal meaning (Haussler & Hoffman, 2002). Thus, to enhance an
individual’s competence beliefs, teachers can emphasize how a student’s strategic behavior can
strengthen their skills in a particular domain, and to help an individual realize the
meaningfulness of particular issues, educators can emphasize how and why the content matters
in everyday life (Schiefele, 2009).
In addition, some research suggests that interest development may depend on individuals’
emotional experiences in certain domains. Silvia (2006) found that when individuals experience
positive emotions and then attribute those feelings to a particular activity, they become more
interested in that type of activity. His emotion-attribution theory suggests that political
discussions and other activities are most likely to promote political interest if accompanied by
positive emotions and then followed by reflection that associates those positive feelings with
politically oriented experiences. Nonetheless, as several prominent educational psychologists
have found (Hidi and Renninger, 2006; Krapp, 2007), a person’s interest in a topic may be
situational and require multiple experiences in order to progress into a more sustained
“individual interest” (Renninger & Hidi, 2016). Furthermore, the processes of such development
may vary by cultural context (Hofer & Chasiotis, 2011). Thus, it is valuable to examine how
political interest develops over time in classrooms within various ideological contexts.
Teaching about Presidential Elections in a Swing State
During elections, it can be difficult to avoid increased exposure to political messages,
such as television advertisements, social media messages, and community signage. During US
presidential elections, TV ads are particularly common in swing states, where voters have greater

influence over the outcome due to the Electoral College system. In the wake of 2010’s Citizens
United decision on campaign finance, the 2012 election saw a 50% increase in the number of
political ads related to the presidential election (Fowler & Ridout, 2012). Whereas increased
public attention to politics may provide opportunities for social studies educators to draw on
students’ out-of-school experiences, they may introduce challenges due to students’ exposure to
numerous negative ads and the contentious nature of highly contested elections. Indeed, one
recent study suggests that during 2016 presidential primaries, classroom teachers perceived an
increase in uncivil political discourse and anti-immigrant sentiment (Costello, 2016).
Evidence indicates that learning is socially mediated and that contexts help shape
learning experiences (Vygotsky, 1980), but researchers have a limited understanding of the
opportunities and challenges involved in teaching amidst heated political contexts, such as
elections. Whereas published research has documented election simulations (Coffey, Miller, &
Feuerstein, 2011; Day, Boeckelman, LaFrance, Hardy, & Rohall, 2012), strategies for exploring
candidates’ diversity (Journell, 2011), and the number of teachers that address the election in
their classrooms (e.g., Haas & Laughlin, 2001), few studies have examined how political interest
develops in these contexts. Furthermore, given varying local political cultures (Mutz, 2006) and
the growing political polarization in the United States (Abramowitz & Saunders, 2008; Pew
Research Center, 2014), it is important to consider differences and similarities in political
learning across contexts. This study examines these issues by exploring how youth develop
political interest in distinct local political contexts – conservative, liberal, and centrist – within
the same swing state.
Research Questions
The specific research questions guiding this study are:

1. How does high school students’ political interest change during a presidential election,
and are there differences by class enrollment and community context?
2. What experiences support high school students’ political interest?
3. What major pedagogical challenges are associated with teachers guiding these
experiences in courses studying the election (CSEs) in various ideological contexts?
4. How valuable are CSEs in fostering students’ political interest?
Methods
Study Context
Our research team, which included the first author and three research assistants, gathered
and analyzed quantitative and qualitative data from teachers and students in a swing state during
the fall semester of the 2012-13 academic year. (Some interviews occurred slightly later.) In
order to examine teaching and learning in different ideological contexts, we selected as research
sites four high schools located within one of three communities with various political
orientations, based on voting records from 2008 and 2010. Whereas Red Rock High School was
located in a predominantly Republican area, Centerville High School was in a more ideologically
mixed area. Meanwhile Blue Lake North High School and Blue Lake South High School were in
a strongly Democratic community. Three of these schools had a predominantly middle class
student body, but at Blue Lake South, a slight majority of students were socioeconomically
disadvantaged. We selected these schools for their political and demographic diversity and their
location within driving distance of the research team.
Within these schools, the research team focused on exploring interactions and learning in
seven CSEs, which each included some instruction related to the 2012 presidential race. At Red
Rock and Centerville, CSEs were required US Government courses. In Blue Lake, there was no

such requirement, so we examined elective classes in government (both schools) and
contemporary issues (Blue Lake North only). (We included two schools in the Blue Lake district
in an effort to increase our sample size there, given the relatively small number of district
students taking CSEs.) To enable us to explore the relationship between CSE enrollment and
political interest development, our study also included students in each school that were not
enrolled in CSEs.2
Data Collection
To explore our research questions, we employed various types of data through a
concurrent triangulation multiple-methods design (Creswell, 2003). In CSEs, we collected data
through observing class meetings, administering surveys to students, and conducting semistructured interviews with students and teachers. During observations (~130 hours), we recorded
extensive field notes that documented students’ levels of involvement, student-teacher
interactions, and class activities, particularly those related to the presidential election. In
addition, we interviewed teachers about their goals for student learning, experiences teaching
about the election, and challenges in meeting their teaching goals. During our interviews with
students, we asked about their levels of political interest, class activities they found most
engaging, and their perceptions of the political context. 3
To explore quantitative changes in students’ political interest, we administered surveys to
CSE and comparison students three times – in early September (Time 1), during “Election
Week” (prior to Election Day, Time 2), and in mid-January (Time 3). Survey questions at each
point asked students about their interest in political issues and how often they discussed politics
At each school, comparison groups included students who were in English or
psychology classes but who were not taking CSEs.
3 See Appendices for more details on data collection and analysis.
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and sought informational news. During Election Week, we also asked students how many
presidential debates they had watched and their background characteristics. (Free and reduced
lunch information for individuals was unavailable, so we used proxies, such as parental
education levels.) The third survey asked students to rate their level of interest on each of eleven
political issues. Measures of political interest and engagement were adapted from the Civic
Education Study (Torney-Purta, Lehmann, Oswald, & Schultz, 2001) and studies of the
expectancy-value model (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000), and they are related to Renninger and Hidi’s
(2016) conception of individual interest (as opposed to situational interest). Other items were
developed by the first author in consultation with experts on youth political engagement.
Participants
During the study, our quantitative student sample included over 500 students, but due to
student absences, the total number of participants in all three waves of surveys was 323 (CSE
N=170, comparison=153). For most analyses, we used the latter sample. About one quarter of
this sample were non-white, and about half were female. Slightly more than half had mothers
with four-year college degrees (see Table 1). However, participants in each of the three
communities had distinct demographic and political characteristics. The percentage of ethnic
minorities among the Blue Lake sample was at least twice that of the samples from the other two
communities, and Centerville students were less likely to have parents who were college
graduates than students from the other two districts. Students in the study largely reflected the
candidate preferences of their surrounding communities, but they were, on average, slightly more
likely to support Obama. Student interviewees (n = 54) were purposefully selected (Patton, 1990)
to maximize variation with regard to political orientation, demographics (e.g., race), and initial
political interest (see Appendix A, Data Collection Supplement).

Table 1
Characteristics of Student Samples from Each Community (n =323)
School District

Blue Lake
(n = 106)

Centerville
(n = 132)

Red Rock
(n = 85)

Total Sample
(n = 323)

General Demographics
% Ethnic Minority

38.1

17.8

14.8

23.8***

% Female

57.1

51.5

45.0

52.2

Average Age

17.0

16.1

17.0

16.6

% Fathers Graduated College

60.3

27.9

47.1

43.4***

% Mothers Graduated College

67.0

34.1

63.5

52.3***

% Fewer than 20 Books at Home

9.5

31.8

15.0

20.1***

% No Home Web Access

2.9

3.9

1.3

2.8

% More than 2 Web Devices at Home

57.1

54.3

60.0

55.1

% with Low GPA (2.5 or below)

15.2

20.2

11.3

16.2*

% with High GPA (3.5 or above)

64.8

55.1

62.5

58.5

% Enrolled in CSE

41.5

46.2

85.9

55.1

% Preferred Obama

86.8

59.1

28.6

57.0***

% Preferred Romney

3.8

28.8

57.1

32.8***

% No Candidate Preference

2.8

4.5

7.1

4.7

Family Education Environment

School Experiences

Political Preferences

Note. ***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05, ~p<.1  Indicates significance of differences among groups, based on analyses of variance

The teachers in the sample (n = 7) represented a narrower range demographically and
politically. All seven teachers were White and five were male. Although only one teacher made
her candidate preference clear to her students, interviews indicated that all teachers except for
Mr. Kent (from Red Rock) favored Obama in the election. In interviews, all seven teachers
mentioned fostering informed, active citizenship as among their key pedagogical goals.
Data Analysis
To examine changes in students’ political interest as well as experiences and
characteristics related to political interest development, we analyzed data from interviews,

observations, and surveys across the study period. Quantitative analyses included principal
component analysis, correlations, ANOVAs, t tests, regressions, and hierarchical linear modeling
(HLM). To construct factors that represented meaningful underlying constructs, we conducted
principal component analysis and combined items that related closely to each other.4 After
calculating correlations to identify relationships between key variables and composite scales, we
conducted t tests and analyses of variance to explore differences between and among certain
groups, including students in different schools. Then, using regression analyses, we examined
quantitative changes in political interest and controlled for background variables, assessing
multicollinearity by examining variance inflation factors.
Finally, we used HLM with restricted maximum likelihood estimators to examine
quantitative changes in political interest, while controlling for other variables. HLM was
appropriate because the effect of school-based experiences may partially rest on different
instructional approaches as well as commonalities amongst students within the same classroom –
and this effect may vary. In this context, the effect of class assignment on Time 2 and Time 3
political interest scores may be perceived as a random effect. To account for this nesting, the
following model was posited:
Level 1:
INTEREST2ij = β0i + β1j ∗ (INTEREST1ij) β2j ∗ (DISCUSSIONij) + β3j ∗ (MEDIAij) + β4j ∗
(MINORITYij) + β5j ∗ (SEXij) + β6j ∗ (CSEij) + β7j ∗ (DEBATEWATCHij) + β8j ∗
(HOMEDij) + β9j ∗ (GPAij) + eij

4

All scales in this study are highly or moderately reliable, with the majority above 0.8 (see
Appendix B). To create scales for each construct, we added the values of the relevant items. All
scales measured at different time points, such as political interest, included identical items at all
points.

Level 2:
β 0j = γ0i + μoj
β 1j = γ10
β 2j = γ20
β 3j = γ30
β 4j = γ40
β 5j = γ50
β 6j = γ60
β 7j = γ70
β 8j = γ80
β 9j = γ90
In our models, Level 1 represents the fixed effects of key independent variables on the dependent
variables, political interest at Time 2 or Time 3 (as separate models). These independent
variables included those closely related to our research questions, such as frequency of political
discussion (DISCUSSION) and news media consumption (MEDIA), as well as associated
covariates, including political interest at Time 1 (INTEREST1) and home education environment
(HOMED). The Level 2 models control for the random intercepts of the regression that may be
the result of students nested within classrooms. All predictors were grand-mean centered.
To analyze interview transcripts and observation field notes, we conducted constant
comparative analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1999), which involved several
rounds of coding. Attending closely to students’ comments and our field notes, we first identified

experiences that appeared to support youth political interest (coded as “opportunities”) and
various difficulties associated with these activities (labeled “challenges”). In addition, we coded
transcripts from teacher interviews that explored their perceptions of opportunities and
challenges in fostering students’ political interest. After reviewing and revising these codes
twice, we drew on these categorized data to write memos conceptually linking these codes to
develop our claims. Based on these claims, we revisited our data, recoded them once more, and
revised our claims to reflect these adjustments.
Findings
Changes in Students’ Political Interest
Our findings indicate that students’ political interest increased during the 2012 election
season and remained elevated for months thereafter. From September through Election Week,
there were significant increases in the political interest of students in all three communities,
including those who were not enrolled in classes that studied the election. Although political
interest declined slightly in the months following the election, it remained significantly higher
than it had been at the beginning of the academic year (see Figure 1 and Appendix B, Data
Analysis Supplement).

23
22
21
20

Classes Studying
Election

19

Comparison Group

18
17
16
September

Election Week

January

FIGURE 1. Comparisons of students’ political interest changes by school district and by course group

Results of t tests indicate that students enrolled in classes that studied the election had
higher initial political interest than students who were not in such classes at all three time points,
and this difference remained relatively consistent throughout the study. Analyses of variance
indicated that throughout the semester, students in Blue Lake and Red Rock were significantly
more interested in politics than students in Centerville, but there were no significant political

interest differences between Blue Lake and Red Rock students (only a marginally significant
difference at Time 1).
Our qualitative analyses indicated that increased public attention on politics was related
to students’ increased political interest. Gabrielle, a senior at Blue Lake North, reflected the
views of many participants, pointing out that the political context had made politics hard for her
to ignore:
It’s on the front page every day. It’s discussed by the people around you. It’s just, it’s
more, it’s closer to your life, I think, when an election is going on . . . even if you aren’t
old enough to vote (interview, February 8, 2013).
Several other interviewees echoed these sentiments by describing their peers’ and parents’
increased attention to politics during the election season, and Andrea from Red Rock even
mentioned political discussions with strangers, such as a recent exchange in a grocery store
check-out line (interview, November 8, 2012). As Darren from Red Rock explained, political
advertising played a major role in heightening political awareness: “The election is just pounded
into your head with the commercials and stuff . . . It’s just everywhere” (interview, March 12,
2013). In addition to increased media coverage and casual conversations related to politics, each
community around the study sites was the host of at least two major candidate visits, some of
which were attended by participants and their peers.
Some students were overwhelmed by the abundance of political news and discussion that
fall, but participants in all three communities maintained stronger political interest after the
election than they had at the beginning of the school year. Marissa, a Centerville student, said the
election had heightened her interest in politics and that several months after the election she
continued to read various political perspectives online regularly, just as she had done in October

and November. Others enjoyed the humorous aspects of post-election coverage, such as
“Youtube videos that pop up . . . one was like Romney crying and dancing to some stupid song”
(Everett, interview, November 20, 2012). Months after the election, however, Jamal from Red
Rock sensed that his peers’ political interest had declined after the election: “They don’t talk
about [politics] so much. It kind of goes up and down with media coverage” (interview, March
12, 2013). Overall, however, our data indicate that students, including those not in CSEs,
experienced elevated political interest prior to and following the presidential election and that
contextual factors contributed to these changes.
Experiences Related to Increased Political Interest
Examining multiple perspectives on political issues. Our quantitative and qualitative
analyses provide strong evidence that students developed greater political interest when they had
opportunities to examine multiple perspectives on political issues. The young people in this study
indicated that participating in discussions, watching presidential debates, and experiencing
guided instruction on controversial political issues all contributed to their political interest.
Results of the multilevel model included several significant findings (see Table 2).
Controlling for background variables and initial political interest levels, the frequency of
political discussion was a significant predictor of political interest at Time 2 (β1 = .18, t = 4.05, p
< .01) and Time 3 (β1 = .12, t = 2.24, p < .03), and news consumption frequency was also
predictive of political interest both at Time 2 (β1 = .17, t = 2.73, p < .01) and Time 3 (β1 = .22, t =
3.08, p < .01). Likewise, if students viewed more political debates, they were more likely to have
higher political interest at both time points (Time 2: β1 = .77, t = 5.19, p < .01; Time 3: β1 = .44, t

= 2.58, p = .01), controlling for background variables and initial political interest.5 These
analyses indicate that the effect of nesting is moderate (ICCmodelI = 12.97%, ICCmodelII = 13.34%),
and both Model I and Model II explained a substantial amount of variance relative to their
respective null models (R12 = 75.50%, R12 = 67.85%). Overall, these findings suggest that student
participants became more interested in politics through their experiences exploring political
issues. 6
Table 2
Coefficients (and Standard Errors) of Hierarchical Linear Models Examining Students’
Political Interest at Time 2 and Time 3 (Time 2 n = 337; Time 3 n = 286)
Independent Variables

Political Interest, Time 2

Political Interest, Time 3

Home Education Environment

-.17 (.18)

-.01 (.21)

GPA

.23 (.15)

.26 (.19)

Female

-.31 (.33)

-.44 (.38)

Ethnic Minority (non-White)

-.02 (.40)

-.55 (.46)

Class Studying Election

-.58 (.36)

-.68 (.41)

Political Interest, Time 1

.57** (.04)

.53** (.04)

Watching Debates

.77** (.15)

.44* (.17)

News Consumption Frequency, Time 2

.17** (.06)

.22** (.07)

Political Discussion Frequency, Time 2

.18** (.05)

.12* (.05)

20.15** (.16)

19.75** (.18)

Intercept (τ
̂ 00)

.01

.01

σ2

9.05

10.22

1819.97

1599.42

Fixed Effects

Intercept
Random Variance Components

Deviance (-2LL)
Note. GPA = grade point average.
**p<.01, *p<.05

In our HLM, normality and homoscedasticity of Level 1 and Level 2 residuals were visually
inspected, which confirmed these respective assumptions were fulfilled.
6 Findings from our regression analyses, detailed in Appendix B, were similar to those
of HLM.
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Our qualitative analyses bolster and enrich these findings – indicating that political
interest developed not only through exploring issues but through examining different
perspectives on these issues. Discussions appeared particularly effective for this purpose. When
asked if any class activities made them more interested in political issues, nearly every
interviewee mentioned discussions. Sarah from Centerville said that even though discussions in
her political science class often became heated, she enjoyed listening to them: “I think it makes
me want to learn more because I like to see both sides, both opinions” (interview, March 8,
2013). And Lashanna from Blue Lake North appreciated hearing her peers’ opinions when “it’s
not like streaked with all these big words” and feels more like a “full conversation” (interview,
November 28, 2012). Similarly, Jamal from Red Rock explained that discussions helped to
surface the reasoning behind different political views:
It’s interesting to see how different people view a certain topic – that one person’s logic
could be that abortion is completely wrong and they could stand by it 24/7 but another
person who lives right next door, it could be like ‘Abortion, they should have this
because of blah, blah, blah.’ It’s just intriguing how two different mindsets can collide so
easily in politics (interview, September 24, 2012).
Students from every classroom in the study made similar comments – noting that having greater
knowledge about political issues, including key disagreements highlighted in the election, made
them more interested in politics.
Meanwhile, watching and discussing the presidential and vice presidential debates
appeared to strengthen students’ political interest by enabling them to see different perspectives
on various issues passionately articulated. Classroom-based exchanges about the debates were

often highly energetic. Brad from Red Rock explained that the debates provided a common,
vivid election-related text for him and his peers to discuss:
I really liked the debates thing that we did where we had to watch the debates and then
write about them and then come into school and discuss them. . . . So then you could
actually have a content [sic] and intelligent discussion about it because everyone knew
what they were talking about because they had watched it and knew each side’s opinions
(interview, November 27, 2012).
Like many students, Brad was willing to hear the different perspectives of his classmates, but he
preferred that discussants be well informed about the issues first. Although some students, such
as Guadalupe from Blue Lake South, considered some parts of the debates “boring,” the
opportunity to discuss it with peers made it more interesting: “Knowing that they’re on and
everything and we’re going to talk about it in class, I watched them even more” (interview,
November 14, 2012).
Indeed, postdebate discussions were among the most dynamic class sessions during this
study. On the day after the debate between Joe Biden and Paul Ryan, Ms. Galliano’s students at
Blue Lake North did not even wait for the bell to ring before digging into the prior evening’s
events. Several asked the teacher who she thought was the debate’s winner, and a few gave their
opinions to each other. After starting class by screening debate highlights, she simply asked,
“What did you think of the moderator?” Six hands shot into the air immediately, and students
proceeded to have a 45-minute free-flowing discussion in which they analyzed moderator biases,
considered the candidates’ self-presentations, and stated comments and questions about the
issues in the debate (field notes, October 5, 2012).

Although many students’ political interest developed through participating in discussions,
some also became more interested in political issues through guided instruction that enabled
them to examine multiple sides of issues. These experiences, especially when enhanced with
current news media, seemed to help students feel connected to and curious about larger societal
directions and decisions. In Ms. Allen’s class, Kristen recalled that watching a news clip about
“the sequester and, like, what that is” and then learning each party’s position made her “wonder
what’s actually going to happen” (interview, March 12, 2013). Other students said they became
more interested in politics by learning about current public controversies related to their daily
experiences, such as the funding behind the barrage of political advertisements.
These experiences examining multiple sides of issues helped many students to develop
their political opinions. Noah from Blue Lake North explained the process:
Because I’ve never really known anything about it, and when you watch the debates it’s a
good way to understand like where a president or vice president or someone’s coming
from. And it’s a good way to, you know, learn—like make an opinion . . . You’re
hearing it right from the source, not what Mr. Kushner says or, you know, some political
uncle says or something (interview, October 12, 2012).
Whereas students in all three communities indicated that these experiences had helped them to
figure out their own political views, some with highly developed opinions deepened or adjusted
their commitments. Overall, when students had opportunities to consider different views on
political issues, they tended to develop more political interest and more established political
opinions (see Table DA3 in Appendix B for additional exemplars).
Taking an informed stance on political issues. Our qualitative analyses also indicated
that when students had opportunities to use political information to express their viewpoints, they

often became more interested in political issues. Preparing for and engaging in such active
learning experiences, especially attempts to persuade others, appeared to boost political interest.
Whereas some students in CSEs were required to participate in such activities, such as electionrelated canvassing, others were not.
At Centerville High School, all eleventh grade political science students were required to
participate in an in-school canvassing activity during which they aimed to persuade
underclassmen to support certain candidates in the school’s upcoming mock election. The
process involved CSE students selecting their favored candidates (in the presidential, Senate, and
House races), conducting research, and then designing presentations and answering questions
about those candidates in 10th-grade social studies classrooms. Many participants indicated that
the experience strengthened their political interest. For example, when asked if any class
activities made her more interested in politics, Sarah mentioned canvassing right away,
explaining that she had enjoyed sharing her enthusiasm for Obama with her schoolmates and
further exploring his positions; Jen said the research in advance had enhanced her understanding
of the issues (interviews, November 20, 2012). As Marissa explained, “It was really fun and
interesting and like, you get to state your opinions to other people and see how they react to that.
That was really cool” (interview, March 8, 2013). Some students found the 10th graders’
questions challenging and intimidating. However, our analyses indicated that canvassers who
were well informed about their candidates were more likely to receive positive feedback from
their audiences, and these positive experiences seemed to support their political interest.
Another teacher in the study, Mr. Atherton from Blue Lake South, offered students the
choice of earning credit for conducting authentic community-based canvassing, and students who
chose this option described powerful experiences that strengthened their interest in politics.

Andrew, a junior who chose to work for the local Obama campaign for a few hours on the
weekends, found that his experiences canvassing were challenging but ultimately made him
more interested in the election, its outcome, and politics in general: “I pay more attention to it
now because I feel like, I kind of want to see what my efforts are kind of going to like, create or
whatever, like, what’s going to happen because I’ve helped re-elect him to some degree”
(interview, January 10, 2012). In a class of 22, only five students decided to work for campaigns,
but the three student interviewees all felt that the active learning experience had increased their
political interest.
Student participants in this study also indicated that their political interest increased
through other school-based opportunities to take an informed stance, such as through writing
blogs posts (Red Rock), making election posters (Blue Lake South), and voting in a mock
election (Red Rock, Centerville, Blue Lake South) or the actual election (Blue Lake North, Red
Rock). These experiences in self-expression required students to use what they had learned about
the election to take an informed stance, often publicly, and although students were not always
certain of their perspectives, being required to put a stake in the ground encouraged them to
elucidate and develop their views. Often the class days preceding students’ sharing of their ideas
were abuzz with students pursuing political information online, talking in pairs or groups, and
outlining their arguments (e.g. field notes, October 19, 2012). Overall, we found that students’
experiences leveraging political knowledge to communicate their views was enjoyable for them
and supported their interest in politics and the development of their political opinions.
Challenges of Fostering Political Interest in Classroom Settings in Different Contexts
Differing political issues of interest. Student participants were interested in a wide
range of political issues, and these varied both by individual and community (see Table 3).

Whereas students at Red Rock rated gun ownership rights as the most interesting political topic,
Blue Lake students rated environmental protection the highest, and participants in Centerville
found the issue of job creation to be most compelling.7 In interviews, several students at Red
Rock mentioned the federal debt as a major concern, but participants in the other two districts
were much more likely to mention social issues, such as abortion and same-sex marriage.
Meanwhile, students in all three districts rated governmental and electoral processes – standard
topics in government courses – as among the least interesting. This range of interests presented
both opportunities and challenges for the educators in this study. Whereas some teachers
managed to leverage students’ topics of interest to heighten their engagement in current events
and government, some of them had difficulty doing so due to pressure to teach the standard
curriculum and having large classes with widely varying student interests.
Table 3
Issues Rated Most and Least Interesting by Students in Each Community (N=371)
Community

Blue Lake (N=118)

Centerville (N=156)

Red Rock (N=97)

Rated Most
Interesting

Environmental Protection

Job Creation

Gun Ownership Rights

Education Policy

Gun Ownership Rights

Job Creation

Gun Ownership Rights

Drug Legalization

Government Debt

How Government Works

Taxes

How Government Works

How Elections Work

How Government Works

Same Sex Marriage

Taxes

How Elections Work

How Elections Work

Rated Least
Interesting

Perceptions of a closed classroom climate. The educators in this study all said that they
hoped to foster classroom environments in which political ideas could be shared openly and
where students could learn about diverse political views. As Mr. Robinson explained, “I had
7

The Time 3 survey was administered within one month of the school shooting in Newtown,
Connecticut (which was followed by a national debate over gun control), and this may explain
the high interest across communities in gun ownership rights. These analyses included students
who were enrolled in CSEs and those who were not.

them reading different sources, and hopefully an equal amount on both sides and then let them
kind of hash it out and debate it and internalize it and think about it and come up with their own
answers” (interview, December 13, 2012). Nonetheless, we found that in some settings,
establishing an environment in which students were willing to share and openly consider diverse
perspectives was challenging due to perceptions of a closed classroom climate.
Whereas students in Centerville appeared comfortable sharing a range of political
perspectives, such as support for either major party (field notes, October 18, 2012), this was
often not the case in certain classrooms in Red Rock and Blue Lake, both of which were
described by participants as being one-sided. Jeremy, a junior at Blue Lake South, complained
that “There’s definitely an air that if you agree with Romney, you will be ostracized” (interview,
November 13, 2012). His government teacher, Mr. Atherton, agreed, indicating that faculty also
contributed to this one-sidedness:
[I]t’s not just students, it’s the staff. [They] completely shut off the other side. And they
don’t listen to it, they don’t care about it . . . And I never heard anybody in any of my
classes this year come out and say something supportive of either Romney . . . or any of
the Republican platforms. Never . . . Nor did I have a balanced discussion (interview,
December 19, 2012).
Observation data supported these comments. For example, when discussing the results after
Election Day, students in full class discussion regularly referred to the Democrats as “we” (field
notes, November 7, 2012).
Blue Lake North had a similar environment, and discussions of presidential debates often
featured strong student comments about the shortcomings of Romney and Ryan (field notes,
October 12, 2012; October 4, 2012). As Gabrielle explained, “One of my friends actually . . . I

know that she wasn’t comfortable raising her hand because it would be very clear then that she
was in agreement with Mitt Romney or his values” (interview, February 8, 2012). Students’
perceptions that their concerns were not welcome may have limited the free exchange of ideas.
Some classrooms in Red Rock were comparable – but on the opposite end of the political
spectrum. Many students in the school reported that they got much of their political information
from Fox News and Rush Limbaugh, and these views were reflected in classroom discussions.
Ms. Allen, for example, had grown so accustomed to her students’ claims that the president was
not a natural-born US citizen that she had ordered a laminated copy of Barack Obama’s birth
certificate to share with students, and in a brief discussion of the abortion issue, one distraught
student exclaimed out of turn, “It’s murder!” (field notes, September 14, 2012).
Although the school included some Obama supporters (see Table 1), discussions were not
always inviting for them. In Mr. Kent’s class, the mood was somber on the day following the
election. When the teacher asked about the results, one girl responded definitively, “It was a bad
night,” and many others nodded and commented in agreement. When the discussion moved to
possible presidential candidates in 2016, several Republicans were mentioned seriously,
including Donald Trump. The only acknowledgement of potential Democratic nominees was
when one student mentioned the name of an openly gay female Congresswoman; upon hearing
her name, about half the room erupted in laughter (field notes, November 8, 2012). Students in
this environment appeared unlikely to challenge the apparent group consensus. As Arianna from
Red Rock, explained, “I don’t like expressing them [my political views] because I don’t want
anyone to get, like, upset. . . That’s a huge barrier” (interview, November 16, 2012).
Local community events further stigmatized or boosted certain political perspectives.
During this study, the communities surrounding the school sites played host to large political

rallies, including those featuring the major party candidates. Whereas Barack Obama spoke twice
to large gatherings in Blue Lake, Mitt Romney made two visits to rally supporters in Red Rock
and its neighboring city. Meanwhile, in the month before Election Day, there were public events
for both Joe Biden and Paul Ryan in Centerville. Some student participants attended or even
volunteered at these events and returned to school thereafter with renewed energy for their
preferred candidates.
Whereas the one-sidedness of some classrooms and communities appeared to hinder open
expression of political ideas, perceptions of teacher bias also may have limited exchanges of
ideas. Molly, a conservative from Red Rock, told me that because she perceived her government
teacher, Mr. Robinson, to be “more on the Democratic side” she decided to keep her comments
in class to a minimum:
In this class, I don’t know, I kind of feel like I’m going to get attacked possibly . . . My
parents have kind of trained me, to like tell [when a teacher is left-wing] . . . Like, I know
when to keep my mouth shut (interview, November 16, 2012).
Although the political discourse in Mr. Robinson’s classroom was overwhelmingly conservative,
Molly felt uncomfortable sharing her views because she did not want the teacher to respond
negatively, either verbally or through lower grades. Other students shared similar thoughts,
indicating that they hesitated to directly or subtly challenge the teacher’s viewpoint. According
to Ms. Allen, one very conservative student, Sam, had dropped her class because her liberal
views had made him uncomfortable. Although some students said they were not concerned about
their teachers’ or peers’ points of view, others expressed an unwillingness to express themselves
if they feared their political perspectives would not be well received.

Students’ limited prior political knowledge and engagement. Another factor that
appeared to limit students’ engagement in classroom-based interactions around politics was their
limited prior political knowledge and engagement. Despite the attention to politics in the public
and CSEs, many students demonstrated only a superficial understanding of political issues and
indicated that they found politics confusing, and these factors hindered their participation in
class. When complex topics, such as US foreign policy, were raised, few if any students
contributed. As Noah explained, “I don’t really feel as comfortable sharing because someone
could say something like to argue [with] what I’m saying, and I’d have no idea what they’re
talking about” (interview, October 12, 2012). Several students indicated that they had never paid
any attention to politics before taking the course, and their limited background knowledge in
politics often made them shy away from exchanges for which they felt unprepared.
Still others, even some who were well informed about political issues, simply saw
engaging in politics as a fruitless and low priority. Indeed some had already grown cynical of
politicians. Qadira, a Blue Rock North student, said she had enjoyed her CSE but did not want to
learn more about politics because of the negative images her mother had previously shared with
her about both major parties: “I feel like basically, either way, like we’re all screwed . . . Yeah, I
really don’t like politics” (interview, November 28, 2012). Others echoed these sentiments,
citing the influence of special interests and money on government, and many invested in
classroom-based political learning only as much as the course required. Red Rock senior Ziek,
who had recently enlisted in the military, captured many interviewees’ sentiments when he told
the first author, “I’m not really much into politics. . . . I just think we care about getting past
high school” (interview, November 28, 2012). These negative attitudes towards learning about

and engaging in politics appeared to hinder some teachers’ ability to generate rich, energetic
class discussions.
Courses Studying the Election
Although specific experiences in CSEs can foster political interest, enrolling in a CSE
does not guarantee having such experiences. The classes taught by Ms. Allen, Ms. Galliano, and
Mr. Kushner regularly featured animated discussions that dissected different perspectives on
issues, but exchanges in Mr. Kent’s class, even those about the debates, focused primarily on
recalling and summarizing previously stated information and involved very short turns of talk.
Our HLM analyses indicated that, controlling for background variables, initial political interest
levels, and interest-generating experiences (e.g., watching debates), participating in CSEs had no
significant effect on political interest at Time 2 or Time 3 (see Table 2). This phenomenon is
likely related to CSE students’ greater initial political interest and the inclusion of various
interest-generating experiences in the equation, which were substantially more common in CSEs
(see Appendix B, Table DA4). Thus, these findings suggest that specific political experiences,
rather than certain courses, are central to the development of political interest – but that CSEs
can be good venues for such experiences.
Discussion
This article sheds new light on the opportunities and challenges related to fostering
students’ political interest during a presidential election, and it has important implications for
educational practice and research. One key finding is that the presidential election season, with
its substantial public attention on political issues, can present a unique opportunity to foster and
leverage students’ political interest. In this study, even students who were not enrolled in
government courses experienced significant increases in political interest in the months before

and after Election Day, and this general trend occurred among students in conservative, liberal,
and centrist communities. This suggests that educators who want to foster students’ political
interest and learning have a unique opportunity to do so during elections, particularly during
high-profile contests that students will likely encounter beyond the classroom (through
advertisements, informal discussions, and media). Due to the infrequency of presidential
elections, future research should explore the extent to which off-year elections, such as
Congressional or local contests, generate youth political interest and thereby create opportunities
to relate students’ out-of-school experiences to related academic topics.
Secondly, findings from this study suggest that students are more likely to develop
political interest through experiences that enable them to explore multiple sides of political
issues and actively use their political knowledge. Whereas prior research has found that
participating in political discussions often fosters political interest (Kahne et al., 2012) and
engagement (Hess, 2009), the reasons for this association had not been carefully explored. One
unique contribution of this study is our findings that students’ experiences examining different
perspectives on political issues, not only through discussions but also through guided instruction
and analyzing presidential debates, appeared to strengthen their political interest by facilitating
the development of their own political opinions. As these young people developed their views,
they began to perceive political processes and outcomes as more relevant and interesting (see
Figure 2).

FIGURE 2. Opportunities and challenges related to fostering political interest during elections Graphic illustrates conceptual map of
major findings. Increased public attention to politics during elections and individuals’ different issues of interest serve as a general
backdrop and can present both opportunities and challenges for educators.

Furthermore, we found that when students used political knowledge to express their
perspectives, either through canvassing or blogging, many of them began to feel increasingly
empowered and invested in the political process and in their political views. Prior research has
found that such feelings of efficacy, which can be enhanced by active political learning
experiences (Levy, 2011; Wolfsfeld, 2006), are closely associated with increased political
interest (Levy, 2013). Like prior studies on motivation, these findings suggest that individual
interest increases when learning has instrumental value (Deci, 1992) or is linked to positive
emotional experiences (Silvia, 2006). Thus, another practical implication of this study is that
teachers who want to foster students’ political interest should design opportunities for students to
examine, discuss, and then actively use their political knowledge – and that they should structure
positive, open climates for such exchanges (Campbell, 2008). Given that few teachers conduct
truly interactive discussions (Nystrand, Wu, Gamoran, Zeiser, & Long, 2003), future research
should examine specific ways of preparing teachers to engage in these pedagogies.
Whereas some interest-generating activities can and often do occur within courses on
government, our analyses suggest that including them in other venues could be helpful for
developing students’ political interest. Indeed, the average political interest of students both
within and beyond CSEs generally increased during the fall of 2012 (see Figure 1), so non-social
studies educators could play an important role in leveraging students’ elevated political interest
to foster greater political learning and interest. Prior research indicates that students in English
and literature courses regularly encounter political issues (Conover & Searing, 2000). Future
studies could consider how teachers of various subjects, such as environmental science, might
foster discussions of political issues that emerge in those classes. Indeed, due to state standards
(e.g., New York State Education Department, 2014), government courses often focus on issues

that students do not find especially interesting, such as the structure of government (see Table 3),
so students’ interest in diverse political issues may be best leveraged through explorations of
these issues in relevant subject area classrooms.
Nonetheless, one important finding from this study is that supporting productive
explorations and exchanges about controversial issues can involve unexpected challenges. In
classrooms within one-sided ideological communities, such as Red Rock and Blue Lake, some
students who hold minority perspectives may feel marginalized. Meanwhile, in schools with
more centrist perspectives, such as Centerville, there is a diversity of perspectives, but many
students may lack sufficient background knowledge and therefore may require more support to
engage in substantive discussions. Previous studies indicate that maintaining an open classroom
climate in which students feel emotionally safe and comfortable sharing their views is an
important step in fostering political engagement (Ehman, 1979; Hahn, 1998; Hess & McAvoy,
2015), but some research indicates that such environments are rare (Niemi & Niemi, 2007).
Nonetheless, creating such spaces while also guiding students’ substantive political learning may
be especially important during close elections about which students have strong feelings.
Limitations and Conclusions
This study examined the development of political interest during one election season in
one Midwestern swing state, and although it provides useful insights, some of its findings may
not be relevant in other contexts. For example, whereas watching and discussing the 2012
presidential debates boosted the political interest of students in our sample, such changes may
not be observed among a broader population or during other elections with different dynamics,
such as the 2016 election. Indeed, our sample of schools and individuals was limited and does
not necessarily represent broad trends in civic education. Whereas our findings highlight

opportunities and challenges involved in fostering the political interest of young people,
researchers should continue to explore these processes and experiences in various contexts, such
as local and state elections or in classrooms not located in swing states. Such explorations could
further enhance our understanding of how ongoing political events can affect young people’s
political interest and how educators might best integrate those issues into their instruction.
Nonetheless, our findings provide evidence that presidential election seasons can offer
tremendous opportunities to foster students’ political interest and learning, particularly in a
swing state where students are often exposed to numerous advertisements, candidate visits, and
heightened political awareness among community members. These out-of-school experiences
can contribute to many students’ curiosity about political issues and the political process. By
structuring interactive learning experiences that enable students to explore various political
perspectives, apply their political knowledge, and develop their political opinions, educators can
leverage students’ elevated political interest to help them become better informed, more engaged
civic participants.
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Appendix A: Data Collection Supplement

Table DC1
Number of Observations, Interviews, and Students in Each Classroom
School

Red Rock

Centerville

Blue Lake North

Teacher

Mr. Kent

Ms. Allen

Mr. Robinson

Mr. Bristol

Ms. Galliano

Mr. Kushner

(Course)

(Gov)

(AP Gov)

(Gov)

(Poli Sci)

(AP Gov)

(Soc. Issues)

Blue Lake South
Mr. Atherton
(Gov)

# Total
Class
Meetings
Observed

14

17

22

26

8

32

12

# Class
Sections
Observed

1

2

2

2

2

2

1

Approx. #
Students
Per Class

20

22

25

23

25

28

28

# Students
Interviewed

4

12

15

9

0

7

7

# Teacher
Interviews

2

5

4

5

2

7

4

Note. Four of the teachers (Ms. Allen, Ms. Galliano, Mr. Bristol, and Mr. Atherton) had
between four and eight years of classroom experience, and the other three had been teaching for
over 15 years each. Mr. Kent and Mr. Robinson – though very experienced – had not formally
taught about an election prior to this study and were teaching government classes for the first
time. Differences in the number of students interviewed per class were related to time constraints
as well as different levels of access provided by districts and teachers during class time.

Table DC2
Survey Items Included in Composite Scales
Composite Scale

Variable Question/Statement

Response Choices (six
levels unless otherwise
indicated)

Political Interest

Generally speaking, how interested are you in political issues or
current events?

Not at all interested –

Cronbach’s
Alphas:
Time 1: .922
Time 2: .934

Extremely interested

Generally speaking, how interested are you in learning about
political campaigns?
Compared to most of your other activities, how useful is learning
about political issues?

Very useless –

For me, understanding political issues is:

Not at all important –

Very useful

Time 3: .918
Extremely important
How much do you like learning about political issues?

Dislike extremely –
Like extremely

Political
Discussion
Frequency

About how often do you talk to the following people about politics or
current events?
Your Teachers
Your Classmates

Cronbach’s
Alpha:

Your Parents
Your Friends (Outside of Class)

Time 1: .853

Hardly Ever
Once a Month
Once a Week
2-3 Times a Week
Daily
Several Times a Day

Time 2: .828
Media
Consumption
Frequency
Cronbach’s
Alpha:

About how often do you participate in the following activities?

Hardly Ever –

Watch news on television to learn information about politics or
current events

Several Times a Day

Read information on politics or current events in a newspaper,
magazine, or on the Internet
Listen to information on politics or current events on the radio

Time 1: .681
Time 2: .709
Watching
Debates
Cronbach’s
Alpha: .584

Home
Educational
Environment

How many presidential debates between Mitt Romney and Barack
Obama did you watch at home?

0-3

Did you watch any of the vice presidential debate between Joe Biden
and Paul Ryan at home?

Yes/No

To the best of your knowledge, what is your mother’s (or
stepmother’s or female guardian’s) highest level of education?

Middle School –

To the best of your knowledge, what is your father’s (or stepfather’s
or male guardian’s) highest level of education?

Completed Graduate
Degree

Cronbach’s
Alpha: .698

Political Issues
of Interest

Approximately how many books would you say you and your family
have?

None – More than 100

In your home, how many computers with Internet access are there?

None, 1, 2, More than 2

Below is a list of topics related to government and politics. How
interested are you in each of these issues?

Not at all interested –
Extremely interested

-

Taxes
Same-sex marriage
Job creation
Abortion
Government debt
Environmental protection
How the government works
Drug legalization
Gun ownership rights
How elections work
Education policy

Teacher Interview Protocols
(Note: Interviews were semi-structured, so follow-up questions
probed initial answers, asking for examples, elaboration, etc.)
Initial Teacher Interview
(September)
1. When you think about the class, what would you say are your main goals?
2. Given these goals, what are your main strategies?
3. When you think about using these strategies, what are some challenges that you expect that
you and your students will encounter?
4. When you think about teaching about the presidential election, what would you say are your
main goals?
5. When you think about teaching about the presidential election, what are your main strategies?
6. When you think about teaching about the presidential election, what are some challenges that
you expect that you and your students will encounter?
Follow-up Teacher Interview
(late October through mid-December, based on teacher availability)
1. What are some of the major challenges that you’ve had teaching about the election or other
political and civic issues?
2. To what extent do students’ prior conceptions or opinions about political issues prevent their
thorough exploration of issues?
3. In general, do you think students feel comfortable expressing their political views in class during discussions, canvassing, or other activities?
4. Do you ever try to address their prior conceptions and/or open their minds to new political
ideas that go against their original opinions? If so, how?
5. If at all, how do you think that your own political views might influence your teaching about
the election?
6. Some of your students told me that they found [activity] interesting. Could you please explain
how you planned and implemented that activity?

Student Interview Protocols
Initial Student Interview
(September):
1. Have you been following current political events, such as the election? If so, why? If not, why
not?
2. Overall, do you like to spend time learning about political issues? How interested are you in
those issues? If so, why? If not, why not?
3. How do you feel about your ability to understand the issues that our community, state, and
country face?
4. When you think about yourself in relation to the government and its elected leaders, do you
think that there’s anything that you can do to influence the things that governing bodies do
(at the local, state, or national level)?
Second Student Interview
(November, after election):
1. Were you surprised by the outcome of the presidential election? (If they seem open and
comfortable, you can ask: How do you feel about what happened?) Have you talked about
the results with other students, or have people in school not really talked about it?
2. Compared to how you felt before the election and on election day, would you say that you're
now more or less interested in following political issues and current events?
3. Has anything that you've done in class made you more or less interested in political issues and
current events? What about experiences outside of class?
4. Do you feel like you have a good understanding of political issues, such as elections? Over the
past few weeks, has anything in class helped you develop a better understanding of political
issues? What about issues outside of class?
5. Given what happened in the election, do you think that your actions can have an impact on
elections or what elected leaders do? Has anything that you've done or learned in class made
you feel this way? What about anything you've learned outside of class?
6. In general, do you feel comfortable expressing your political views during class? Overall in
your school and in political science class, do you feel like different perspectives and/or
voices are welcome in classroom discussions about political and current events issues?

Final Student Interview
(January):
1. When you think about how interested you are in political issues now, do you think you’re less
interested, more interested, or about equally interested in politics and government than you
were around the time of the election? (Follow-up: Why do you think you feel that way? If
limited response, possible probes: Are people around you talking about it less? Do you notice
fewer political ads? Are classroom teachers talking about the election less? Are you just tired
of it?)
2. Has this class had any effect on your level of interest in politics, elections, or government?
Please explain. (Follow-up: Why did that activity have that effect?)
3. When you think about the extent to which you think you can make a difference on political
issues (either now or in the future), do you think you feel more empowered, less empowered,
or equally empowered as you did around the time of the election? (Follow-up: Why do you
think you feel that way? If limited response, possible probes: Is this related at all to the
outcome of the election? Have people around you said anything that makes you feel this
way?)
4. Has this class had any effect on your belief that you could make a difference in politics,
elections, or government? Please explain. (Follow-up: Why did that activity have that effect?
Etc.)

Appendix B: Data Analysis Supplement
Table DA1
Results of Principal Component Analyses (n =323)
Factor

Cronbach’s Alpha

Eigen Value

Variance Explained

Political Interest, Time 1

.922

3.83

76.5%

Political Interest, Time 2

.934

3.98

79.6%

Political Interest, Time 3

.918

3.79

75.8%

Political Discussion Frequency, Time 1

.853

2.79

69.9%

Political Discussion Frequency, Time 2

.828

2.67

66.8%

Political Discussion Frequency, Time 3

.862

2.89

71.4

News Media Consumption, Time 1

.681

1.83

61.0%

News Media Consumption, Time 2

.709

1.90

63.4%

News Media Consumption, Time 3

.685

1.85

61.6%

Watching Debates

.584

1.56

77.8%

Home Education Environment

.650

1.97

49.2%

*Parental education is the only demographic characteristic measured by more than one variable.

Table DA2
Standardized Coefficients (and Standard Errors) of Regression Models Examining Students’
Political Interest at Time 2 and Time 3 (n=323; CSE n=170; Comparison Group n=153)
Independent Variables

Political Interest, Time 2

Political Interest, Time 3

Home Education Environment

-.044 (.201)

-.006 (.206)

GPA

.060 (.179)

.061 (.183)

Female

-.030 (.367)

-.033 (.376)

Ethnic Minority

-.009 (.439)

-.037 (.450)

Class Studying Election

-.061 (.399)~

-.049 (.409)

Political Interest, Time 1

.557 (.040)***

.583 (.041)***

Watching Debates

.164 (.164)***

.096 (.168)*

News Consumption, Time 2

.095 (.069)*

.133 (.070)**

Political Discussion, Time 2

.192 (.052)***

.120 (.053)*

Constant

4.326 (1.00)***

4.935 (1.03)***

.738***

.679***

Adjusted R2

***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05, ~p<.1

Note: Variance inflation factors for both models were within acceptable limits, below 2.5. When
we included each community separately as an independent variable, none were significant.

Table DA3
Examples of Qualitative Data for Major Codes Related to Political Interest Development
Major Code
Greater Public
Attention to
Politics

Sub-Code
--

Data Segment
I want to say it [political interest] went up just because there was more people talking about
it than usual. And so, with more people talking about it, I learned more about it and became
more interested. Media type of thing. - Mel, Blue Lake South, November 13, 2012
It was more of a hot topic then [around Election Day]. It's definitely cooled down ever since
then, but you kind of like had to know how to like defend yourself if you know what I mean.
You had to know like a rebuttal towards something that someone might say 'cause you want to
be able to like defend your beliefs obviously. So I definitely paid more attention to that when it
was someone that could replace Barack Obama and stuff like that. - Kristen, Red Rock,
November 28, 2012
The election heightens everyone’s interests regardless of how interested you were to begin
with and then the class, it just made me a lot more aware I think. - Gabrielle, Blue Lake North,
February 8, 2013

Exploring
Multiple
Perspectives
on Political
Issues
(ClassroomBased
Opportunities)

Discussions

Yeah, I really like discussions. I think those are probably the most exciting because then you
get to hear other people's viewpoints. And then if you hear something you don't agree with
sometimes you can like look it up or study it and so like see what the actual facts are and like we
get into that more. – Laurence, Red Rock, March 12, 2013

Watching
Debates

If I wasn’t in this class I probably wouldn’t be watching the debate. But because I had a
thing—because I had an assignment on it I watched the debate and then I thought it was actually
interesting. So, you know, and I didn’t have to watch the vice president one but I did anyways. –
Noah, Blue Lake North, October 12, 2012
When we talk about the debates, even though it doesn’t really seem like much, it actually
helps out a lot because you learn about the issues and what they actually are and stuff. – Nelson,
Centerville, November 1, 2012

Direct
Instruction

There were different things that we did that really got me more interested in not so popular
subjects. Like we did a gerrymandering of computer program I guess, and I hadn’t really
thought about [Congressional] redistricting after the census, so doing that - it kind of makes me
think more about that, and gives me a view on that. And different things like political
advertisements, like usually you just like, “Oh another political advertisement, I’ve seen this one
twenty times before.” But when you do—when you really look into it like PAC, and super PAC,

and donation restrictions, and stuff like that, then you really start to think more about like
strategies and like what each platform is using their money for and how it affects the look of the
party, and the individual candidate, and the outcome of the election. – Brad, November 27, 2012
Media

I’m missing some perspective [because of my one-sided school and community], but I mean,
if you just watch the news or read a magazine or a paper, you can always get someone else’s
opinion about the subjects. But, in the school specifically, there’s definitely a lack of opposition.
- Jeremy, Blue Lake South, November 13, 2012
Jamal: I read that or I read Time or The Week or anything to get involved from a different
point of view I guess. . . . I usually listen to talk radio a lot or news radio or Fox News or what
have you. . . .
BL: What would have been the best part of the class for you, as far as getting you interested
in political things?
Jamal: I guess you sometimes watch the NBC or Fox or something. – Red Rock, March 12,
2012

Taking an
Informed
Stance on a
Political Issue

Canvassing

I mean, I kind of like doing [canvassing] as an alternative to writing a paper or something.
And, it feels like—it feels like I’m contributing more. You know, it’s like one thing to write
about the campaign and stuff than actually go out and help. That seems to have more meaning,
especially in this class. – Andrew, October 19, 2012
I like it. I think it’s really fun, the stuff that we’ve been doing. Especially the canvassing
and the voter registration, and then the mock vote that we’re going to have. I’m going to enjoy
it. – Sarah, Centerville, November 1, 2012

(ClassroomBased
Opportunities)

Well, actually this goes back to eighth grade, I’m not going to lie. It was the Presidential
Election . . . I started campaigning for John McCain during our little school, like 120 kids or
what have you. It turns out I got a couple of votes, and I’ve been interested since then. And then,
I don’t know, since then I’ve loved politics. – Jamal, Red Rock, September 24, 2012
Oh yeah, that [canvassing] was cool too. I really liked that. Especially since they agreed
with my group more, the group for Obama. So, yeah, it was really fun and interesting and like,
you get to state your opinions to other people and see how they react to that, that was really cool.
. . .I like that. Just informing people. It was nice. – Mary, March 8, 2013
Blogging

I like the blogs just because I’m actually able to like say your opinion on things and like
[00:06:29] or like on the
different issues and she’ll still show that you know the topic, which is like give your own opinion

to it. – Molly, Red Rock, January 18, 2013
Mock
Election

The mock election, I liked that a lot. … I think it was just fun, like how we acted like we were
officials. I felt like we were older. It was fun. Like, when you’re a kid and you play like grown
up, so that’s what I thought. ... Yeah, like how to like register and everything. And, he’s taught
us—because we’re going to do that in four years. – Patricia, Centerville, November 20, 2012
(Segment also coded as Canvassing) We did a mock election, that was fun. I liked that. We
like voted and tried to guess who would be president and stuff. Then we did canvassing, I liked
that too. We went to different classes and explained a little bit about the candidates. Yeah. . . . It
helped me realize, and since I’m going to be voting in a while, so I would know how to do it I
guess, when it’s time for me to start voting. . . .It helped me rather than just listening to
somebody talk. I liked being involved and stuff, yeah. It will help me learn better. – Sarah,
Centerville, March 8, 2013

Perception of
Closed
Classroom
Climate

One-Sided
Classroom

(ClassroomBased
Challenges)

Students’
Limited Prior
Political
Engagement
(Classroom-

I think it’s easier for me because I agree with a majority of the other people in this school
just because everyone is liberal, I think. So, it is easier for a liberal person to express their views
when no one disagrees. Like, if I were Republican, I don’t think it’d be as easy. – Melissa, Blue
Lake South, November 13, 2012
I just don't want to get into an argument with like one of my classmates because I think we're
better off not getting into one. – Kristen, Red Rock, November 28, 2012; I feel like a lot of the
people in our class aren't like willing to hear each other and like a lot of times I'll be stubborn too
and I don't feel like really listening to someone else's opinion. – Kristen, March 12, 2013

Perception
of Teacher
Bias

We see a lot of liberal opinion. Like, in the articles, the clips that we watch, they’re MSNBC
type stuff. But, I would like to see the other side of it. For not just me, but for the independents
that are like, getting swayed the other way, I guess. I want to see both sides. . . . because I get
angry and like . . . if she puts on MSNBC and then played like a FOX News, or something at
least more to the middle, it would be, I think better for the students that don’t know an opinion,
instead of just getting one side and being like, “Oh that must be right.” – Darren, Red Rock,
March 12, 2013

Low
Political
Efficacy

I still like to pay attention but like I don't know how much of a difference I can really make.
Like I can maybe show people my ideas and they can understand them and like probably feel
like those couple people together we can't really make a difference, especially at the national
level. - Len, Red Rock, November 27, 2012

Like I said, we’re so polarized and everything runs on money nowadays. Special interest
groups have more say in public and what goes on nowadays. Like I could propose something, I
could send a bill to [Local] County, to the Capital, but I don’t really think that – I guess for folks
keeping our power I think that my influence as the little guy wouldn’t be as great on both parties.
– Jamal, Red Rock, September 24, 2012

Based
Challenges)

Limited
Political
Knowledge

On the national level, I don’t really know how much, I know, because I really haven’t been
brought forth or people haven’t asked me like what do you think about this, what do you think
about that per se. So I like to feel like I’m informed, but I really don’t know how informed I am.
– Thomas, Red Rock, September 28, 2012
It’s confusing. It’s hard to learn, I think. I don’t understand it. . . .Well, ever since this year,
I don’t understand it, but I’m trying to. - Patricia, Centerville, October 9, 2012

Limited
Political
Interest

The most interesting activity we’ve done this year—I don’t think—I’m not really—I guess
it’s because I’m not really into politics. It’s just kind of boring to me. – Alma, Blue Lake South,
November 14, 2012
I’m not really much into politics. - Ziek, Red Rock, September 24, 2012

Different
Issues of
Interest

Competing
priorities

I feel like maybe I could see myself more involved but right now, not really, because there
are more important things to me. – Lisa, Red Rock, September 20, 2012

--

Instead of like, how you know, the Supreme Court was created or whatever, like. It was
more interesting to learn about stuff that was happening now, and so when we were doing stuff
like that, I found it more interesting then when we were doing more of the history kind of
aspects. –Andrew, Blue Lake South, January 10, 2013
I guess, a lot of people like my age are on—like, the rights to gay marriage and abortion and
all that but stuff we can understand and know about. – Nelson, Centerville, November 1, 2012
Obviously like the global warming thing and the stock market and healthcare are all pretty
important stuff. – Ernest, Centerville, October 9, 201
I’m scared of what could happen with the debt continuing to rise and the economy looking
like it’s not—like, going to do so well soon. And, from what I’ve been hearing and I just—and
then healthcare, I just oppose the Obamacare, so much, there’s just so much about it I just don’t
agree with. – Darren, Red Rock, November 17, 2012
I mean, the biggest thing is just what’s going on over there [deployed US military] and
where I’m going to be in the future. That’s pretty much what I focus on, just to see potentially

where I’m going to be. Ziek, Red Rock, November 1, 2012
Development
of Political
Opinions

--

I just like to learn like the difference like what their views are and like kind of see how it
plays against like my views and who I agree more with and just kind of see what they're actually
doing. - Len, Red Rock, 11.27.12
Yeah, I mean, I like this unit a lot because it’s like today, like we’re learning about stuff
today. That’s what I like. I don’t like to learn about stuff in the past because it’s harder to
understand. So, I really like this unit and like, I know who I want to vote for. And like, I like it.
– Patricia, Centerville, November 1, 2012
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FOSTERING POLITICAL INTEREST AMONG YOUTH

Table DA4
Standardized Coefficients (and Standard Errors) of OLS Regression Models Examining
Relationship between CSE Participation and Interest-Generating Activities (Total n=323; CSE
n=170; Comparison Group n=153)
Independent Variables

Watching Debates

Political Discussion
Frequency, Time 2

News Media
Consumption, Time 2

Home Education Environment

.056 (.073)

.066 (.069)

-.001 (.045)

GPA

.135 (.064)

.139 (.219)**

.104 (.143)*

Female

.043 (.134)

.033 (.461)

-.033 (.302)

Ethnic Minority

.084 (.159)

.061 (.549)

-.004 (.364)

.480 (.011)***

--

--

Pol. Discussion Frequency, Time 1

--

.576 (.158)***

--

News Media Exposure, Time 1

--

--

.640 (.044)***

Class Studying Election

.257 (.136)***

.256 (.463)***

.093 (.304)*

Constant

-1.401 (.355)***

.490 (1.132)

1.737 (.744)*

.398***

.512***

.463***

Political Interest, Time 1

2

Adjusted R

***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05, ~p<.1

